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At EU level, the retail trade accounts for more than 50% of total 
employment in the distributive trades, but for less than one third of 
turnover. 
Small enterprises dominate the sector, but large businesses employ much 
of the workforce. 
In many countries, more than 60% of those working in the retail trade are 
women. 
Productivity and labour costs are lower in retailing than in the other main 
activities of distributive trades, but the operating rates are generally 
higher. 
The leading retail trade activities are retail sales in supermarkets (for 
turnover) and retail sales of non­food new goods (for employment). 




















I Enterprises ■ Employment Π Turnover 
DK: 1995 data for all variables. IRL. NO: 1997 data for all variables: I. P. S. UK 1998 data for enterprises: 
L: 1998 data for enterprises and employment: NL 1998 data for all variables 
D data for NACE Rev 1 50 2 and 51 1 and 52 7 are not available: therefore this country is not included in 
direct comparisons 
Source Eurostat. SBS database 
I This publication covers the following activities, according to the NACE Rev 1 classification: 
52: Retail trade, except of motor vehicles and motorcycles; repair of personal and household 
goods 
52.1: Retail sale in non­specialised stores; 
52.2: Retail sale of food, beverages and tobacco in specialised stores; 
52.3: Retail sale of pharmaceutical and medical goods, cosmetics and toilet articles; 
52.4: Other retail sale of new goods in specialised stores; 
52.5: Retail sale of second­hand goods in stores; 
52.6: Retail sale not in stores; 
52.7: Repair of personal and household goods. 
Retail trade as a proportion of total distributive trades 
More than half of those employed 
in the distributive trades work in 
retailing 
The retail trade in the EU is estimated 
to have employed about 11.4 million 
people in 1999 (provisional data), 
accounting for more than half of total 
employment in the distributive trades. 
The highest share of employment 
(62%) was in Ireland; most southern 
European Member States also 
showed values above the EU 
average of 51.6% (Figure 1). 
The lowest employment shares 
(41.5% - 45.0%) were recorded in 
Sweden and Denmark. 
In a number of countries the 
percentages of retail enterprises in 
total distributive trades were even 
higher than the retail share of 
employment. 
This was due mainly to the 
characteristics of the retail sector 
itself, which consists of a large 
number of small businesses. 
Ireland was again prominent, with 
67% of all distributive trade 
enterprises operating in retailing. 
The total turnover generated in 
retailing at EU level was estimated at 
EUR 1 600 billion in 1999 — 
equivalent to only 30% of total 
turnover in the distributive trades at 
EU level. 
The gaps between the countries 
observed were not substantial: figures 
ranged from 21% in Belgium to 33% 
in Ireland and the United Kingdom. 
Enterprise characteristics 
Retailing is dominated by small 
firms - Highest enterprise density 
in southern Europe 
With an average size of between 2.2 
and 7.8 persons employed (in Italy 
and Austria respectively), retail 
enterprises are generally smaller than 
businesses in the other main 
distributive trade activities (wholesale 
and motor trade). Conversely, the 
enterprise density, measured by 
numbers of enterprises per 10 000 
inhabitants, is generally higher in 
retailing. 
Figure 2 shows that enterprise density 
tends to decline as average 
enterprise size increases. 
In southern European Member 
States, the retail sector is clearly more 
fragmented than in the other countries 
observed. 
Spain, Italy and Portugal have a high 
density of very small firms (each 
employing not more than 3 persons 
on average). Spain stands out with 
more than 140 retail businesses for 
every 10 000 inhabitants. Austria has 
the largest enterprises and the lowest 
density, at 43 per 10 000 inhabitants. 
The breakdown of enterprises by size 
class (Figure 3) also confirms that the 
retail trade sector is dominated by 
very small businesses (with fewer 
than five persons employed). 
This size class covers 73% of retail 
businesses in Ireland (the lowest 
percentage amongst the countries 
providing data) and as many as 94% 
in Italy. 
The percentage of larger enterprises 
(with 20 or more persons employed) 
is very small in all countries providing 
data. 
Figure 2: Retail trade, enterprise density and average size 
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Average number of persons employed per enterprise 
B. F. A. FIN: 1999 data: E. IRL. I. NO: 1997 data: IS: 1995 data 
D: data for NACE Rev. 1 52.7 are not available: therefore this country is not included in direct 
comparisons. 
Sources: Enterprises and employment: Eurostat. SBS database 
Population: Eurostat, auxjnd database 
Figure 3: Retail trade, number of enterprises broken down 
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F, A. FIN: 1999 data: IRL 1996 data: NO: 1997 data Source: Eurostat. SBS database 
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Employment characteristics 
Large enterprises tend to employ 
more than half of the retail 
workforce 
Despite their relative rarity in the 
retail trade, large enterprises (>20 
persons employed) provide a 
substantial proportion of jobs in 
retailing (Figure 4). Of the countries 
providing data, Italy is a clear 
exception to this rule, with only 14% 
of the retail workforce employed by 
large firms. 
Female, part time and self-
employment in retailing 
Table 1, showing Labour Force 
Survey (LFS) data, reveals that more 
than a quarter of the retailing 
workforce in the EU works self-
employed. 
In most countries, self-employment is 
more common in retailing than in 
than in the distributive trades as a 
whole. This reflects the high 
percentage of small retail businesses 
that are run by the proprietor herself 
or himself, without employees. 
Southern European Member States 
show particularly high self-
employment figures in retailing. 
In many countries women account 
for over 60% of the retail workforce; 
in all countries women account for 
higher percentages of the retail 
workforce than of the distributive 
trade workforce as a whole. 
Italy (45.6%) and Greece (46.7%) 
are the only countries where less 
than half of those working in retailing 
are women. 
In all countries observed, higher 
percentages of workers in retailing 
Figure 4: Retail trade, number of persons employed 
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F. A. FIN: 1999 data: IRL 1996 data: NO: 1997 data Source: Eurostat. SBS database 
Table 1: Retail trade, proportion of self-employed, females 



















































































































































Source: Eurostat. LFS 
work part-time than in distributive trades as a whole. The lowest percentages 
are found in the Southern European Member States, and the highest in the 
Netherlands (59.3%) and the United Kingdom (48.8%). 
Performance 
Productivity in retailing lower 
than in total distributive trades 
In all countries providing data, 
turnover per person employed and 
apparent labour productivity (value 
added per person employed) in the 
retail trade are lower than the 
averages for total distributive trades. 
This is mainly because the retail 
trade is more labour-intensive (and 
less capital-intensive) and has a 
lower level of process automation 
than the motor and wholesale 
trades. 
Figure 5: Retail trade and total distributive trades, 
turnover per person employed, 1999 
1 000 euro/ECU 
Retail trade Β Total disiibutrv e rades 
DK: 1995 data: IRL. NO: 1997 data: L. NL: 1998 data D: data for NACE Rev. 1 50.2, 
51.1 and 52.7 are not available; therefore this country is not included in direct 
comparisons (all data before 1999 in ECU) Source: Eurostat. SBS database 
m 
eurostat 
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Across Europe there are some 
disparities, however. Sweden 
records the highest turnover value 
in the retail trade (Figure 5), at 
EUR 218 000 per person employed 
in 1999, followed by 
Finland (EUR 191 000) and 
France (185 000), while Spain, 
Portugal and the Netherlands show 
values below EUR/ECU 100 000 
per person employed. 
Apparent labour productivity (value 
added per person employed -
Figure 6) ranges from ECU 11 400 
per person employed in Portugal 
(1998 data) to EUR 32 300 in France 
(1999). These values are in general 
below those of the motor and 
wholesale trades. 
Personnel costs are also lower in 
retailing than in the distributive trades 
as a whole, however, as Figure 7 
shows (unit labour costs = personnel 
cost per employee). 
This can be explained partly by the 
fact that salaries in retailing are lower 
than in other distributive trade 
activities, because fewer skills are 
generally required of people working 
in retailing. There also appears to be 
a data-interpretation factor: small 
businesses run by the proprietor 
herself/himself (or by unpaid family 
members) are very common in 
retailing, but the proprietor's income is 
not counted as part of personnel 
costs (which take into account only 
employee costs). 
Countries with low productivity 
generally record low labour costs. 
This applies to Portugal (ECU 8 800 
per employee in 1998) and Spain 
(ECU 10 000 in 1997). The 
Netherlands also record relatively low 
labour costs, but here the figures are 
affected by the high level of part-time 
employment and the resulting lower 
average salary. 
Unlike productivity and labour costs, 
operating rates (share of operating 
result in turnover) are higher in the 
retail trade than in total distributive 
trades in all countries providing 
data. 
The values range from less than 5% 
in Sweden and Norway to 9.9% in 
Italy and 11.2% Spain (Figure 8). 
However, these figures should be 
interpreted cautiously, as the 
operating result in retailing can be 
inflated, because it includes the 
proprietor's income of self-employed 
businesses, which account for an 
important part of the retail trade. 
Figure 6: Retail trade and total distributive trades, 
apparent labour productivity, 1998 
1 000 euro/ECU 
DK E F IRL I L NL Α Ρ FIN S NO 
I Retail trade D Total distributive trades 
B, F, A, FIN: 1999 data in euro: E. IRL. NO: 1997 data Source: Eurostat. SBS database 
Figure 7: Retail trade and total distributive trades, 
unit labour costs, 1998 
1 000 euro/ECU 
DK E F L NL Α Ρ FIN S NO 
I Retail trade D Total distributive trades 
B, F. A. FIN: 1999 data in euro: E. NO: 1997 data Source: Eurostat. SBS database 
Figure 8: Retail trade and total distributive trades, 
gross operating rates, 1998 
12% 
Β DK E F I L NL A Ρ FIN S UK NO 
I Retail trade D Total distributive trades 
S. F. A. FIN: 1999 data: E. NO: 1997 data Source Eurostat. SBS database 
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The various retail trade activities 
Figure 9: Retail trade in the EEA by activity (NACE group) 
Number of enterprises, 1998 Number of persons employed, 1999 Turnover, 1999 
Calculated average: data do not include: D. EL. IS; 
Data for Β relate to 1999: data for E relate to 1997 








\ 3 1 
Calculated average; 
data do not include: D. EL. UK. IS 
Source: Eurostat. SBS database and estimates 
Calculated average; 
data do not include: D. EL, IS 
Source: Eurostat SBS database and estimates 
Table 2: Retail trade, main variables by activity (NACE group), 1998 
E11-15 Ι Β I DK D I EL | E | F I IRL L NL * I - I FIN * I UK IS NO 
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412 3 240 36 
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132 013 1707 076 17 206 
63 416 416 351 4 852 
9694 211575 1689 
7085 124179 888 
48434 780 768 9 054 
968 4555 58 
895 136 216 456 
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13 340 205434 3 028 
6864 69 949 1127 
842 15122 235 
755 20 549 284 
4 644 89 577 1313 
47 235 4 
133 8447 55 


































































































































2 419 32162 518 
1118 9 370 131 
167 3421 56 
173 3145 38 
894 13795 274 
13 72 1 
29 1849 10 
25 511 6 
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Number of persons employed and turnover: 1999 data except for: IRL NO (1997). L. NL (1998 for number of persons employed). IS (1995) 
B, F, A. FIN: all data 1999; E: all data 1997 except for number of persons employed and turnover; IRL, NO: all data 1997; IS: all data 1995. 
Source: Eurostat, SBS database 
m 
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Figure 9 gives an overall picture of 
activities in retailing (NACE groups) 
in the EEA (calculated average). 
There are two activities that clearly 
dominate employment and turnover 
in retail trade: 
'Retail sale in non­specialised 
stores' (NACE Rev.1 52.1), 
consisting mainly of sales in 
supermarkets, and 'other retail sale 
of new goods in specialised stores' 
(NACE Rev.1 52.4), which 
comprises stores selling various 
categories of non­food goods. 
These two together account for 75% 
of employment and 81% of turnover. 
Nearly half of all businesses in the 
retail trade are specialised stores 
selling new goods, and only 11% 
are non­specialised stores (NACE 
Rev.1 52.1). 
'Retail sale of food, beverages and 
tobacco in specialised stores' 
(NACE Rev.1 52.2) comprises many 
small stores with relatively few 
people employed. On the average 
(calculated) these account for 19% 
of enterprises. 10% of employment 
and 7% for turnover in the retail 
trade. 
Only 5% of retailers (calculated 
average) are engaged in 'retail sale 
of pharmaceutical and medical 
goods, cosmetic and toilet articles' 
(NACE Rev.1 52.3); employment 
and turnover 
stand at 7%. 
'Retail sale 
in this branch each 
not in stores' 
(NACE Rev.1 52.6: mail­order 
houses, stands and markets, etc.) 
accounts for an appreciable 
percentage of retailers (11%), but 
the figures for employment and 
turnover are only 5% and 4% 
respectively. 
The two remaining activities, 'retail 
sale of second­hand goods in 
stores' (NACE Rev.1 52.5) and 
'repair of personal and household 
goods' (NACE Rev.1 52.7) show 
very low figures for all three 
variables. 
Table 2 and Table 3 provide an 
overview of the main variables and 
performance indicators in the retail 
trade at NACE group level for the 
countries in the EEA providing data. 
Table 3: Retail trade, main indicators by activity (NACE group), 1998 
EU-1S | Β | : | t | F | iRL | \. UK is | NC 
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63 2 56 4 127 4 66 6 58 0 
5.5 15.8 14.3 6.0 2.7 
7.7 7.8 212 7 3 8.3 
4 8 3.1 5 9 31 2 3 
28.7 260 62 0 436 287 
2.3 1.1 0.6 0.8 1.9 
11.3 0.4 18.7 4.0 12.0 
29 2.2 4.7 I J 2.2 
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Unit labour cost (1 000 euro/ECU) 






200 19 6 
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Turnover per person employed 1999 data except for IRL. NO (1997). L NL (1998). 
B, F. A. FIN all data 1999. E all data 1997 except for turnover per person employed: IRL. NO all data 1997. IS: all data 1995 
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^ ESSENTIAL INFORMATION - METHODOLOGICAL NOTES 
Database 
This issue of Statistics in Focus (SiF) 
is based on structural business 
statistics collected under the terms of 
Council Regulation (EC, EURATOM) 
No 58/97 of 20 December 1996. The 
reference data are stored in 
Eurostat's reference database New 
Cronos (Theme 4 - domain SBS -
collection enterpr: annual enterprise 
statistics - dft file enter and prelim). 
The figures presented reflect the 
situation of the database as of 5 
September 2001. 1999 data are 
provisional except for Belgium, 
France, Austria and Finland. 
It also presents data on employment 
taken from the LFS (Labour Force 
Survey). These data are collected in 
accordance with Council Regulation 
No 577/98, adopted in 1998, which 
replaced the previous Regulation in 
order to take account of new 
statistical requirements. The 
methodological basis and the 
contents of this new series of surveys 
are described in the publication 
Labour Force Survey - Methods and 
Definitions - 1998 edition. 
Data on population used to calculate 
ratios are taken from Eurostat's 
aux_ind database. 
No data are available for those 
countries or EU aggregates that are 
not shown in the graphs or tables. 
Statistical classification 
The data were collected mainly on the 
basis of the Statistical Classification of 
Economic Activities in the European 
Community (NACE Rev.1). This SiF 
deals with NACE Division 52 (Retail 
trade, except of motor vehicles and 
motorcycles; repair of personal and 
household goods) groups: 
52.1: Retail sale in non-specialised 
stores; 
52.2: Retail sale of food, beverages 
and tobacco in specialised stores; 
52.3: Retail sale of pharmaceutical 
and medical goods, cosmetics and 
toilet articles; 
52.4: Other retail sale of new goods in 
specialised stores; 
52.5: Retail sale of second-hand 
goods in stores; 
52.6: Retail sale not in stores; 
52.7: Repair of personal and 
household goods. 
Variables 
Number of enterprises 
A count of the number of enterprises 
registered to the population 
concerned in the business register, 
corrected for errors, particularly frame 
errors. Dormant units are excluded. 
Number of persons employed 
The total number of persons who 
work in the observation unit 
(employees receiving remuneration, 
working proprietors and unpaid family 
workers) as well as outside working 
persons who belong to the unit and 
are paid by it. It includes all persons 
who are on the payroll of the 
enterprise, whether they are 
temporarily absent (excluding long-
term absences), part-time, seasonal 
or home workers, apprentices etc. 
The number of persons employed 
excludes manpower supplied to the 
unit by other enterprises and persons 
carrying out repair and maintenance 
work in the enquiry unit on behalf of 
other enterprises. 
Turnover 
Turnover comprises the totals 
invoiced by the observation unit 
during the reference period, which 
corresponds to market sales of goods 
or services supplied to third parties. It 
includes all duties and taxes on the 
goods and services invoiced by the 
unit, with the exception of the VAT 
invoiced by the unit vis-à-vis its 
customers and other similar 
deductible taxes directly linked to 
turnover. 
Value added at factor cost 
Value added at factor cost is the 
gross income from operating activities 
after adjusting for operating subsidies 
and indirect taxes. 
Personnel costs 
Personnel costs are defined as the 
total remuneration, in cash or in kind, 
payable by an employer to an 
employee in return for work done by 
the latter during the reference period. 
Personnel costs also include taxes 
and employees' social-security 
contributions retained by the unit as 
well as employers' compulsory and 
voluntary social contributions. 
Gross operating surplus 
Gross operating surplus is the surplus 
generated by operating activities after 
the labour factor input has been 
recompensed. It can be calculated 
from the value added at factor cost 
less the personnel costs. It is the 
balance available to the unit which 
allows it to recompense the providers 
of own funds and debt, to pay taxes 
and eventually to finance all or a part 
of its investment. 
The above SBS variables are laid 
down in Commission Regulation (EC) 
No 2700/98 of 17 December 1998. 
Apparent labour productivity 
Apparent labour productivity is 
defined as value added per person 
employed. 
Unit labour cost 
Unit labour cost is defined as 
personnel costs per employee. 
Gross operating rate 
Gross operating rate is defined as 
gross operating surplus/ turnover. 








The above-mentioned regulations and 
statistical classification can be 
downloaded under 'legal texts'. 
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